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ABSTRACT 

Deep in the rugged coal fields of West Virginia, the rumble 
of a steam locomotive mingles with the sound of the New River crashing 
through its steep rocky gorge. With brakes squealing, the train passes a 
signal and slows for its approach into the town of Thurmond (West Virginia) . 
This lesson plan is based on the National Register of Historic Places file 
"Thurmond Historic District, " and other source materials about railroading in 
the New River Gorge. The lesson, which can be used in units on transportation 
history and community development, helps students understand how important 
these transportation services were to an otherwise inaccessible region. It 
cites National History Standards for grades 5-12, objectives for students, 
and materials needed. The lesson is divided into eight sections: (1) "About 

This Lesson"; (2) "Getting Started: Inquiry Questions"; (3) "Setting the 
Stage: Historical Context"; (4) "Locating the Site: Maps" (Chesapeake and 
Ohio Railroad; Coal Mine Connection); (5) "Determining the Facts: 

Readings" (A Railroad Town; Behind the Scenes; A Ballad);’ (6) "Visual 
Evidence: Images" (Thurmond, c. 1920; Layout of Thurmond; Postcard Picture of 
Thurmond Depot; Ticket Office at a C&O Depot); (7) "Putting It All Together: 
Activities" (Role Play; Recognizing Others; Transportation Then and Now); and 
(8) "Supplementary Resources." (BT) 



Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 
from the original document. 
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Teaching with Historic Places (TwHP) is a program of the National Register of 
Historic Places. The National Register is maintained by the National Park Service, 
U.S. Department of Interior, as the nations’s official list of cultural resources 
significant in American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, and culture. 
TwHP is sponsored, in part, by the Cultural Resources Training Initiative and Parks 
as Classrooms programs of the National Park Service. This lesson is one in a series 
that brings the important stories of historic places into classrooms across the 
country. For more information, contact Teaching with Historic Places, National 
Register of Historic places, 1849 C Street, NW, Suite NC400, Washington, D.C. 
20240, or visit the program’s Web site at www.cr.nps.gov/nr/twhp. 
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Thurmond: A Town Born from Coal 
Mines and Railroads 



eep in the rugged coal 

fields of West Virginia, the 
rumble of a steam locomotive 
mingles with the sound of the 
New River crashing through its 
steep rocky gorge. With brakes 
squealing, the train passes a 
signal and slows for its 
approach into the town of 
Thurmond. The hulking 
locomotive comes to a stop in 

front of the train depot as the (Photo by R. Eugene Harper, National Park Service) 

track supervisor checks the 

traffic. Simultaneously, the conductor announces the train and workers remove bags 
of mail and parcels from the baggage car. Arriving passengers get off the train, while 
those departing stream from the station’s crowded waiting room to take their seats. 

Yard workers quickly uncouple the engine, and the engineer takes it to the coaling 
and water towers to refuel. As the locomotive is re-coupled to the cars, the 
conductor nods to the engineer and announces the train’s departure. The steam 
engine sends an explosive puff of smoke upwards, and the deafening whistle blows. 
As the sound of the train facies to a rumble, a fine dusting of soot settles on the 
starched white shirts and fashionable hats of the men and women bustling along the 
crowded sidewalk. From a distance they hear the approaching sound of yet another 
train coming into the town of Thurmond. 




This lesson is based on Thurmond Historic District, one of the many 
historic districts listed in the National Register of Historic Places. 
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About This Lesson 



The lesson is based on the National Register of Historic Places registration file, 
"Thurmond Historic District," National Park Service documents, and other source 
materials about railroading in the New River Gorge. Cynthia Doktorski, former 
Supervisory Park Ranger at New River Gorge National River, wrote the lesson. 
Fay Metcalf, education consultant, and the Teaching with Historic Places staff 
edited it. TwHP is sponsored, in part, by the Cultural Resources Training Initiative 
and Parks as Classrooms programs of the National Park Service. This lesson is 
one in a series that brings the important stories of historic places into the 
classrooms across the country. 

Where it fits into the curriculum 

Topics: This lesson plan will help students understand how important these 

services were to an otherwise inaccessible region. It can be used in 
units on Transportation History and Community Planning and 
Development. 

Time period: Early 20th century 

See attached Relevant United States History Standards for Grades 
5-12 

Objectives for students 

1) To relate ways that steam-age railway workers were involved in the 
development of communities and the nation. 

2 ) To describe the jobs of railroad workers employed at the town of 
Thurmond. 

3) To analyze a disaster ballad as a means of memorializing people 
and events and to identify some of the reasons for their continued 
popularity. 

4 ) To compare the role of Thurmond rail operations in the early 20th 
century with transportation centers in their community today. 

Materials for students 

The materials listed below either can be used directly on the computer or can be 
printed out, photocopied, and distributed to students. 
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1) two maps of Chesapeake & Ohio rail lines and the coal mine 
connection; 

2) three readings compiled from documents, railroad regulations, and 
music of the region; 

3) one illustration of the layout of Thurmond; 

4 ) three photos of Thurmond, the Thurmond depot, and the ticket 
office at a C&O depot. 

Visiting the site 

Thurmond Historic District, administered by the National Park Service, is within 
the boundaries of New River Gorge National River. The Thurmond train depot 
remains an active passenger station, as well as a historical exhibit and visitor 
information center. The town can be reached from West Virginia Route 25. For 
more information, contact the Superintendent, New River Gorge National River, 
104 Main Street, Glen Jean, WV 25846 or visit the park's web pages at 
[http://www. nps .gov/ ne ri /] . 
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United States History Standards for Grades 5-12 

Thurmond: 

A Town Born from Coal Mines and Railroads 
relates to the following National Standards for History: 



Era 6: The Development of the Industrial United States (1870 to 1900) 

Standard 1A- The student understands the connections among 
industrialization, the advent of the modern corporation, and material well- 
being. 

Standard 1C- The student understands how agriculture, mining, and 
ranching were transformed. 

Standard 3A- The student understands how the "second industrial 
revolution" changed the nature and conditions of work. 



Getting Started 
Inquiry Question 




What type of business might this be? 



How to Use the Inquiry Question 

Begin each lesson by asking students to discuss possible answers to 
the inquiry question that accompanies the Getting Started image. To 
facilitate a whole class discussion, you may want to print the page 
and use it to make an overhead transparency. The purpose of the 
exercise is to engage students’ interest in the lesson’s topic by raising 
questions that can be answered as they complete the lesson. 

Rather than serving merely as illustrations for the text, images are 
documents that play an integral role in helping students achieve the 
lesson’s objectives. 

To assist students in learning how to “read” visual materials, you may 
want to begin this section by having them complete the Photo 
Analysis Worksheet for one or more of the photos. The worksheet is 
appropriate for analyzing both historical and modern photographs and 
will help students develop a valuable skill. 



Photo Analysis Worksheet 



Step 1 : 

Examine the photograph for 10 seconds. How would you describe the 
photograph? 

Step 2: 

Divide the photograph into quadrants and study each section 
individually. What details--such as people, objects, activities--do you 
notice? 

Step 3: 

What other information-such as time period, location, season, reason 
photo was taken-can you gather from the photo? 

Step 4: 

How would you revise your first description of the photo using the 
information noted in Steps 2 and 3? 

Step 5: 

What questions do you have about the photograph? How might you 
find answers to these questions? 
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Setting the Stage 

In the mid-19th century the New River Gorge area in West Virginia was a 
sparsely populated and largely inaccessible mountainous country. In 1873 the 
Chesapeake & Ohio Railway Company laid track through the gorge to help 
connect the Atlantic Coast with the Midwest. Steam engines and the men who 
operated them played ah important role in shaping the region and the nation by 
moving people, freight, and ideas when few other ways to do this were available. 
Coal mining companies, towns, and camps appeared almost overnight in order to 
mine the coal deposits known to exist in the gorge. One of these towns, the 
railroading town of Thurmond, reached its peak as the major revenue producer 
for the C&O Railroad during the early 1900s-a time when coal was king. 

The town of Thurmond lies on a narrow, curved strip of land, with a steep 
mountain rising behind it and the New River in front of it. Across the river, the 
banks of two creeks provided natural routes which were used for spur rail lines to 
bring coal to Thurmond. In 1910 four million tons of coal were shipped from 
Thurmond, a town of 500 people and the busiest place in the New River Gorge 
area. Railroad employees managed the traffic, serviced equipment, and provided 
transportation for passengers, freight, parcels, and mail. 
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Locating the Site 
Map 1 : The Chesapeake & Ohio 
Railways as it appeared in the mid- 

1930s. 




(New River Gorge National River) 



Map 2: The coal mind connection. 




Questions for Maps 1 & 2 

1. Locate Thurmond on both Maps 1 and 2. Compare the main 
geographic features of the gorge with the rail line locations on Map 
2. What are the similarities? 

2. Count the number of coal mines in the area on Map 2. How many 
of these mines connect with Thurmond by a railway along a minor 
waterway? 
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Determining the Facts 
Reading 1: A Railroad Town 

Thurmond, West Virginia, was amazingly busy, considering its location in a deep 
gorge. For 35 years the town could only be reached by train. As the chief railroad 
center on the C&O Railway, Thurmond served major portions of the mountainous 
coal fields of southern West Virginia. These coal fields produced more tonnage of 
coal and more freight revenue than the major national shipping centers of 
Cincinnati, Ohio, and Richmond, Virginia, combined. In 1910 four million tons of 
coal were shipped from Thurmond, producing $4,824,91 1 in freight revenues. 

The town had no streets or cars until 1921, but did have homes, banks, hotels, 
and a thriving commercial district. 

Thurmond is named for William Dabney Thurmond, who received the 73-acre 
site in 1873 as payment for a surveying job. That same year, the C&O Railway 
opened its main line from the Atlantic coast to the Ohio River. Ten years later, a 
freight station was built at Thurmond, and soon after, a railroad bridge was 
completed to connect the coal mines across New River with the main line. Land 
adjacent to Thurmond became an assembly yard for transportation operations in 
the gorge. As more spur lines reached outlying coal mines, the site grew into a 
town to meet the needs of the coal companies and their workers. 

Geography has greatly influenced the layout of Thurmond. It is located in the 
middle of the New River Gorge, a steep, 80-mile-long valley cut by the New 
River. The floodplain--a narrow, flat strip of land--was broad enough at Thurmond 
for a railroad assembly yard, but the town had to be built up the towering steep 
slope behind. No street lies between the tracks and the commercial buildings 
facing the river. The rocky mountain behind Thurmond rises more than 700 feet 
above the river. 

The first Thurmond passenger station burned in 1899. The depot was rebuilt in 
1904 and still stands today. A sloped roof extends from the first story and 
partially shelters the station platform. An extended portion of the upper story has 
eight windows and serves as an observation and signal tower. The ground floor 
held a baggage room, Railway Express (delivery service), lunch and news 
counter, ticket agent booth, waiting rooms and rest rooms. The second floor was 
divided into offices for the yard master, conductors, train operator (in the signal 
tower), track supervisor, car distributor, chief clerk, train master, and coal buyer. 

In order to keep the steam engines and their cars moving 24 hours a day, these 
positions had to be manned around the clock. 

During its heyday, 150 to 200 men worked for the rail operations at Thurmond, 
keeping coal supplied to the growing industries of the nation. Coal from southern 
West Virginia heated cities, forged steel, and powered the steam engines of 
ships, trains and factories. Just as the railroad shipped coal out of the gorge to 
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the rest of the nation, it also brought goods from the outside world into 
Thurmond. The Hudson Wholesale Fruit and Produce Company received carload 
shipments several times a week and made daily deliveries to area stores. The 
Armour Company distribution center shipped wholesale meats up and down the 
rail line. An orchestra came from Cincinnati to play at the opening of a new hotel 
across the river. The train also brought traveling men, businessmen, gamblers, 
adventurers, and soon-to-be brides to the town. For New River miners seeking 
escape from a drab coal town, Thurmond was a short train ride away. According 
to local resident Herman Monk, "The sidewalk looked like Broadway there on a 
Saturday night." 1 

Questions for Reading 1 

1 . What was the town’s main industry? 

2. Would you consider Thurmond to have been well located? Justify 
your answer. 

3. Who used the Thurmond train depot, and how did they use it? 

4. If the town of Thurmond had not been established, do you think the 
lives of the people of that area would have been richer? poorer? 
Why? 

5. If the railroad employees of Thurmond had not performed their jobs 
properly, how would it have affected people living on the Atlantic 
coast? the rest of the nation? Justify your answer. 

Reading 1 was compiled and adapted from R. Eugene Harper, " Thurmond Historic District " 
(Fayette County, West Virginia) National Register of Historic Places Registration Form, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 1983; and Ken 
Sullivan, Thurmond, A New River Community (Fort Washington, Pa.: Eastern National, 1989). 

1 Ken Sullivan, Thurmond, A New River Community (Fort Washington, Pa.: Eastern National, 
1989), 31. 
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Determining the Facts 
Reading 2: Behind the Scenes 

This reading includes brief descriptions of some of the most important jobs 
performed at the depot around 1910. Operations required the depot to stay open 
24 hours a day. 

Yard Master: The yard master managed rail operations. He located empty and 
full freight cars along the railroad through the telegraph operator and arranged for 
them to be picked up and sent to new destinations. He called for yard crews and 
kept main line tracks clear for incoming trains. He made a train list of freight cars 
and their destinations for the yard conductor. 

Yard Conductor: The yard conductor received train lists from the yard master 
and ordered yard crews to find each car and assemble the train into station 
order, which meant that at each stop on the run, cars for that point were in the 
correct sequence to be disconnected. The yard master gave a copy of the train 
list to the engineer. 

Well, you’re in charge of the whole train. ...And if anything goes wrong, why, they 
want to talk to the conductor... .if anything happened to the train, if you derailed, 
they want to know where it’s at; they want to know how many cars is involved in 
it. Well, they can’t nobody else tell that but the conductor . 1 

Call Boy: When the yard master had need of an off-duty yard crew, he would 
give the job of finding them to the call boy, who would run off to round up the 
men. 

The only man that could go into a saloon [during his working hours] without 
getting fired was the call boy. He could go in and come out. They didn’t pay no 
attention to that, you know, because that was where he had to go most of the 
time to find the man, you know, when he was out lookin’ for him to go out on the 
run . 2 

Car Distributor: The area mines would call the car distributor to request that 
empty cars be dropped off and loaded cars removed. He had a clerk list this 
information and pass it on to the yard master. 

Telegraph Operator/Signal Operator: A telegrapher could quickly send and 
receive information through wires by Morse code. Women and men telegraph 
operators communicated with other operators up and down the line to relay 
information vital for a safe, efficient transportation operation. The telegrapher 
relayed or received orders to switch tracks if necessary, or to slow or stop trains. 
The telegrapher would post a signal for the incoming engineer and throw the 
track switches. 
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